How to Succeed in a Math Class

· Be dedicated to understanding every bit of information, not simply fulfilling the requirements.

· I often hear a student say he understands something when he really is just merely familiar with it. Being merely familiar with a piece of mathematics is like watching football, knowing most of the rules, and occasionally playing touch football. Really understanding a piece of mathematics means soaking in it, wrestling with it, doing problems and reading it, until it becomes a part of you. It's like playing the real game of football. It can be grungy and dirty, but it can also be uplifting and gratifying. Either way, it's a lot of hard work; more for some than others.

· Many problems take more than five minutes to solve. If you give up on a problem after a few minutes because nothing occurs to you, you haven't thought about it enough.

· Take missed points on quizzes, exams, and problem sets as opportunities to learn what you didn't understand. If you didn't understand something on a quiz, it will come back to haunt you on an exam. If you didn't understand something on an exam, it will come back to haunt you on the final. If you didn't understand something on the final, it will come back to haunt you in the next math class.
· Make a schedule for yourself to work on this class 6 to 10 hours per week (in addition to class time), no more than two hours on any one day, and stick to it. This is particularly important when you are working with your group. The secret to doing well in college is to be organized and to keep up. 

· Study effectively: If you feel that you are spending a lot of time on this class (it's easy to overestimate), but not getting the results you would like, then you probably are not studying as effectively as you can. Studying in the library is good. Don't listen to music. If you get sleepy, take a five minute break and go for a quick walk. Don't study totally by yourself—it's too easy to spend your time spinning your wheels—but don’t work with friends who want to talk more than work.  Part of learning math is talking with people.
· When you are stuck, get help! There are lots of opportunities to get help.  Make use of them: ask questions in class, come to office hours, or go to the QSC, attend the pre-exam problem sessions, get together with others in the class. When you’re stuck on something, a half hour in my office is probably worth two hours of studying on your own.
· If you are rusty on a topic from algebra or precalculus, do something about it! See the suggested Schaum’s Outlines and resources on the web on the Handouts page. Ask questions at the QSC.
· Math 111 & 112. Get your Basic Skills Exam done as soon as possible! The material on this exam is not the important part of the course, but knowing it is essential for doing well in the other parts of the course. The problems on the BSE are not hard, but you have to have done enough of them that you can practically do them in your sleep. Simply going over the ones on the sample exams is not enough.
· Study more deeply for the regular exams. The regular exams will not be like the quizzes. They will test to see how well you understand the major ideas of the course. To prepare for the exams you should review the relevant sections, homework, and group problems. I often include ideas from group problems on exams.
· Read the book!  Many books have a short section near the beginning giving suggestions for how to use the book.  Read it and follow its advice.   Reading and understanding the material in the book will be an essential part of this class.  I expect you to read the section of the text to be covered on a given day before coming to class. Class activities should help clarify what you have read, but you will probably have to read it a second time after class. This is not unusual. Reading a math book takes time, practice, and patience.  Don't expect to understand something the first time through it. Sometimes you may need to read something three or more times before fully getting it. Often the author will skip some steps, especially if they involve simple algebra or some topic you are supposed to know.  This is particularly true with some of the marginal comments in the book. Take the time to fill in the missing steps, or at least be convinced that you can. Make a habit of using the index and table of contents. If there is some term you don't know, look it up.  Careful reading of the book will be essential for getting ideas for solving the harder problems. 
· Keep your book. If you are taking this class because you need calculus for your major or minor, you will need your book for future reference. In general, you should consider keeping at least some of the books you use in college. Very little knowledge is permanently stored in your brain. I know many graduates who learned at lot of interesting things in college and are sorry that they didn't keep more of their books as their memory of those things fades. 
· Get used to using Mathematica and don't rely on your calculator. Comparing Mathematica to a hand-held calculator is like comparing a Lamborghini to a tricycle. It takes some work to learn how to use it, but the effort is worth it. Some resources for learning Mathematica are in the folder N:\Math\Mathematica on the Caleb drive (Courses on Caleb).
· If you fall behind, see me before it gets out of control. Certainly you should see me if you are thinking about dropping the class. Getting caught up may be more feasible than you realize.

· Eat well and get enough sleep. This is particularly true if you are out for a sport. You may have several demands on your time, and you may not have time to do everything you would like. It's important to remember the main reason you are here, and to “just say no” to some activities if they become a burden.
· Don’t try to memorize every formula in the book.  As a general rule, memorize only those formulas that get used more than two or three times.  Instead of purely memorizing a formula, try to understand why it is true and how it relates to the other formulas.  One reason I've always liked mathematics is because there's a lot less stuff you have to memorize compared to other subjects (no kidding).

